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the teaching of the Fourth Gospel, the Apocalypse, and the
Odes of Solomon, although the direction of the influence is a
question upon which it is wiser not to dogmatize.
Moreover, these Mandaeans show points of resemblance to
the Baptist,1 observing a rite of Baptism comparable with his.
In point of fact, they used to administer it in the Euphrates,
but at the outset they accepted the fiction that it was done
in the Jordan. It is but a step from this to the supposition
that one or two at least of the main tendencies of the earliest
Christian thought came from John the Baptist, who might
himself have been imbued with a syncretism combining the
Jewish Messianic hope and the soteriological ideas of the Persians.
This step has indeed been taken, but in spite of prolonged dis-
cussions the proof of the theory has not yet been established.
The more closely they are examined, the less convincing and
important do these points of comparison become. Mandaeism
resumes its real character as an incoherent mass of diverse
elements, none of which, probably, ever possessed the importance
somewhat light-heartedly attributed to it.2 The door through
which certain scholars dreamed of seeing new vistas has been
closed again, and the pre-Christian pseudo-syncretism of the
Baptist, which would have given him a unique place among
the founders or leaders of Jewish sects, has vanished. We
only discern dimly, in the shadow of the Torah, the figure of
an ascetic and harbinger of the Kingdom of God, seen through
a distorting mist of late and confused speculations none of
which could by any possible chance be attributed to him.
Asceticism, indeed, does not correspond to any natural
tendency in Judaism. It represents a source of religious life
very different from legalism. Its basis is essentially individual-
istic, since it derives its authority from the conscience of the
man who practises it, and since it fosters mysticism, which is
still more personal and anti-social. Moreover, it may be
observed that asceticism is specially opposed to the whole
spirit of the Torah and to the orthodoxy based upon its pre-
cepts ; for the religion of the Prophets would have found itself
in harmony with it, and the early church-fathers, who were
not far wrong, regarded the great Prophets along with John
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